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Executive Summary
Performance gaps are widening across industries. 
Some organizations are moving faster, adapting 
more easily, and making better decisions.  
Others are struggling to keep pace. The difference  
is not always strategy. It is often execution.

Operational friction is a growing constraint on 
performance. It slows decisions, increases risk,  
and limits the value organizations can extract  
from data and AI. In many cases, this friction 
originates in document-driven work.

Documents are where work gets done.  
They connect people, processes, and decisions. 
They carry context, intent, and accountability. 
But as document volume and complexity grow, 
traditional approaches to document management 
fall short. Information becomes fragmented. 
Knowledge stays locked in people’s heads. 
Automation and AI lack the context they need  
to deliver reliable outcomes.

Context-First Document Management 
addresses this problem at its source.  
By capturing the relationships and 
intelligence that surround documents, 
organizations can reduce friction and 
improve how work moves through  
the business.

This guide explains why operational friction 
has become a performance issue,  
what Context-First Document Management 
changes, and how business and IT leaders 
can apply it in practice to gain a measurable 
performance advantage.



The New Performance Reality
The rules for business performance are changing. 

Speed, adaptability, and trust now matter as much as scale. Organizations that move quickly 
and operate with clarity are pulling ahead of their peers.

This shift is structural.  
 
 
 
 
 
Under these conditions, small inefficiencies compound into real performance gaps.

Markets change 
faster. 

Teams are more 
distributed. 

Regulations 
increase. 

Technology stacks are 
more complex. 

AI accelerates this divide. Organizations that 
can apply AI to real work are seeing better 
outcomes. Those that cannot are falling further 
behind. The difference is not access to AI tools. 
It is the quality and reliability of the information 
those tools rely on.

sit at the center  
of those 

foundations.

In this environment, performance is limited by 
how fast an organization can make decisions,  
how easily it can adapt its processes, and how 
much it can trust the information it uses.  
These capabilities depend less on strategy  
and more on operational foundations.

DOCUMENTS 



Documents Are Where Work Actually Happens

Why Complexity Has Become a Constraint

For most organizations, documents are the 
backbone of daily operations. They are how work  
is delivered, reviewed, and approved. They are  
how compliance is maintained and how 
institutional knowledge is captured.

Contracts, policies, plans, reports, and records 
shape nearly every core process. As a result,  
a majority of business processes are  
document-driven.

Over time, the volume and complexity of  
these documents have grown beyond what  
people and manual processes can manage.  
Files are spread across systems, tools, and teams. 

The challenge is not simply the number of 
documents. It is the complexity that  
surrounds them.

Documents are tied to clients, projects, assets, 
and regulations. They move across teams, 
systems, and locations. They are created, 
reviewed, revised, approved, and archived by  
many people over time. Each step adds context 
that matters for decisions and compliance.

As organizations grow, this context becomes 
harder to track. Documents are stored in different 
repositories. Systems of record hold related data, 
but the connections are loose or manual.  
Teams rely on experience and memory to 
understand what a document means, where it 
belongs, and how it should be handled.

The same document may exist in multiple 
versions. The meaning and intent behind it 
often live only in someone’s head.

When documents cannot explain themselves 
or their relationships, work slows. Decisions 
take longer. Errors increase. Risk grows.  
The problem is not the document itself.  
It is the lack of context around it.

Without a better way to capture and apply 
that context, documents become a source of 
friction rather than a source of performance.

This approach does not scale.  
When intelligence about documents lives 
in people’s heads, work becomes fragile. 
Progress depends on availability. 
Knowledge is lost when roles change. 
Processes slow as teams search for 
information or recreate what already exists.

The result is a growing gap between  
how work actually happens and  
how systems are designed to support it.
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Operational Friction and Its Consequences

Why Traditional Document Management Falls Short

When document complexity is not managed 
well, operational friction becomes unavoidable.
Work takes longer because information is hard to 
find or verify. Decisions are delayed while teams 
confirm accuracy or reconcile versions. Manual 
effort increases as people compensate for gaps 
in systems.

Risk also rises. Missing or outdated documents 
create compliance exposure. Inconsistent 
controls make audits harder and more costly. 
Without clear ownership and traceability, 
trust in documents erodes.

Value remains trapped. Useful data is locked 
inside files that cannot be connected or reused. 

Traditional document management was 
designed to store and retrieve files. It was not 
designed to reflect how work actually happens.

Most systems organize documents by location. 
Files live in folders, sites, or repositories. 
Meaning is implied through naming conventions 
or human knowledge rather than embedded in 
the system itself.

Insights go undiscovered. Automation  
efforts stall because inputs lack structure  
and context.

AI amplifies these issues rather than solving 
them. Without trusted, well-governed 
documents, AI cannot reason reliably 
or deliver meaningful results. Instead of 
improving performance, it introduces  
new uncertainty.

Operational friction is not a side effect.  
It is a structural outcome of how document-
driven work is managed today. Reducing it 
requires a different approach.
 

Governance is often layered on after  
the fact. Permissions, retention rules, and 
compliance controls are applied manually  
or inconsistently. As processes change,  
these rules are hard to maintain.

Automation and AI struggle in this 
environment. Without reliable context, 
systems can retrieve documents but  
cannot understand them. They cannot 
determine relevance, intent, or relationships  
with confidence.

As a result, organizations manage documents 
as static objects. Work remains dependent 
on people to interpret, connect, and move 
information forward. Over time, this approach 
becomes a constraint on speed, accuracy,  
and scale.

To reduce operational friction, document 
management must evolve from file storage  
to something more dynamic.

Where is the final versions?



The Shift to  
Context-First Document Management

Context-First Document Management starts 
from a different assumption. Documents are not 
isolated files. They are part of an active network  
of work.

In a context-first approach, documents are defined 
by what they relate to. They are connected to 
clients, projects, processes, and policies. These 
relationships are captured as structured metadata 
rather than inferred by users.

This context allows documents to explain 
themselves. The system understands what  
a document is, why it exists, and how it should be 
handled. Rules and workflows can then be applied 
consistently and automatically.

Over time, this creates a connected 
ecosystem. As documents move and 
change, their context moves with them. 
Insights surface where work happens. 
Governance is enforced by design rather 
than by exception.

By capturing context at the point of work, 
organizations can  

 
 
This shift is essential for turning documents 
from a source of friction into a source  
of performance.

Reduce 
manual effort,

Improve 
reliability, 

And create a foundation that 
supports automation and AI.



What It Takes to Make the Shift
Achieving a performance advantage requires more than incremental improvements. It requires 
a different approach to how documents are managed and used across the organization.

We put your documents to work.

Meet teams where they work

Automate document-heavy workDocuments must be connected to the 
people, projects, and processes they 
support from the start. Instead of being 
placed in folders and interpreted later, they 
are linked to the work they enable. This 
allows information and insights to surface 
automatically where work happens, making 
documents easier to find and harder to 
misuse or misinterpret.

Document management should support 
the tools and workflows teams already 
rely on. When governance and automation 
are applied within familiar environments, 
adoption improves and teams can move 
faster without changing how they work.

Manual tasks such as classification, 
filing, routing, permissions, and 
retention create variation and delay. 
Automation applies these actions 
consistently based on context, reducing 
manual effort while improving reliability, 
compliance, and control.

Adapt to your business

Processes, stakeholders, and regulations 
evolve over time. Document management 
must adjust metadata, workflows, and 
policies as these changes occur, without 
custom code or ongoing reconfiguration.

Together, these requirements  
shift document management from  
a manual, person-dependent effort  
to a more reliable operational foundation.  
They reduce friction at scale and  
create the conditions needed  
to support automation and  
AI over time.



What a Performance Advantage Looks Like
When operational friction is reduced, performance improves in practical and measurable ways. 
The impact shows up across several dimensions of the business.

These outcomes reinforce  
one another. As decision speed 

increases and trust improves, 
organizations gain the ability  
to operate with greater clarity 

and control.

Faster decisions

More trusted 
information

More adaptable processes

More effective 
use of AI

Teams spend less time searching for 
information or validating accuracy. 
Relevant documents surface in 
context, allowing decisions  
to move forward  
with confidence.

Documents are current,  
governed, and traceable.  
Teams know which version to  
use and why. Compliance 
becomes part of daily work  
rather than a separate effort.

Workflows adjust as requirements 
change. New rules, stakeholders, 

or regulations can be applied 
without redesigning systems  

or retraining teams.

AI systems rely on well-structured,  
reliable inputs. When documents  

carry context, AI can deliver  
insights that are accurate,  
relevant, and explainable.



Making  
Context-First 
Document 
Management 
Real with M-Files

Context-First Document Management requires a clear 
understanding of business context and the ability  
to apply it consistently across documents, people,  
and processes.

M-Files provides this foundation through a single, 
metadata-driven information architecture. Instead 
of organizing work by folders or locations, M-Files 
centralizes documents, people, and processes 
around shared context. This allows documents to be 
understood and managed based on what they are and 
how they are used.

At the core of M-Files is its Enterprise 
Knowledge Graph and Aino (I know),  
the trusted AI fabric of M-Files. 
Together, they model business 
relationships, intent, and governance 
at scale. Documents are connected 
to clients, projects, and processes, 
while rules for security, compliance, 
and retention are applied automatically 
based on context.

This approach allows workflows to be automated, 
governance to be enforced by design, and insights to 
surface where work happens. Because M-Files runs 
natively inside Microsoft 365, teams continue working 
in familiar tools while gaining consistent control 
across repositories.

The result is a system that captures context once and 
applies it everywhere, reducing manual effort and 
creating a reliable foundation for automation and AI.



The M-Files Difference:  

Context-First by Design
M-Files was designed from the ground up to support modern, document-driven work. 
Its approach is defined by four core requirements that enable organizations to reduce 
operational friction at scale.

Together, these capabilities make  
Context-First Document Management

We put your documents to work.

Meet teams where they work

Automate document-heavy work

Adapt to your business

M-Files connects documents across systems 
so teams always work with accurate, trusted 
information. By linking documents to business 
objects such as clients and projects, content 
and insights surface automatically in the 
context of work.

M-Files runs natively inside Microsoft 365, 
allowing documents to remain in familiar 
tools such as Teams, SharePoint, and 
Outlook. Governance and automation are 
applied consistently without forcing teams 
to change how they work.

M-Files automates filing, routing, permissions, 
and retention based on metadata and business 
rules. This reduces manual effort while 
ensuring consistency and compliance  
across processes.

M-Files adapts to unique processes and 
regulatory requirements through configurable 
metadata, workflows, and policies. Changes 
can be made without custom code, allowing 
the system to evolve as the business changes.

practical,
scalable,
and sustainable. 



Where to Start?
Making the shift to Context-First Document 
Management does not require a complete 
overhaul.

Many organizations begin by addressing  
a specific area of friction, such as contract 
management, client deliverables,  
or regulated processes. Others start  
with a horizontal approach that improves 
consistency across teams.

Turning Documents into  
A PERFORMANCE ADVANTAGE
Documents shape how work gets done. 
When they lack context, they slow 
decisions, increase risk, and limit  
the value of automation and AI.

Context-First Document Management 
changes this dynamic. By treating 
documents as connected, governed 
assets rather than static files, 
organizations can reduce operational 
friction and improve performance 
across the business.

In both cases, the focus is the same. Capture context 
early. Automate routine work. Apply governance  
by design. Build on existing systems rather than  
replacing them.

Early progress creates momentum. As documents 
become easier to manage and trust improves, 
organizations can expand the approach to additional 
processes and teams. Over time, this creates a more 
resilient operational foundation.

M-Files helps make this shift practical.  
By embedding context into document-driven 
work, it enables faster decisions, more adaptable 
processes, and more reliable use of AI.

The result is not just better document 
management. It creates a stronger foundation  
for sustained performance.
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For more information,  
visit m-files.com

M-Files is a registered trademark of M-Files Corporation. 
All other registered trademarks belong to their respective owners.


